A new Joint Project of the European Parliamentary Technology Assessment Network (EPTA) on "genetically modified plants and foods" was approved by the EPTA Council 1 in its meeting on October 2006 in Oslo. Objectives of the project are to work out regulatory challenges for the European system in the next years, to identify points of public debate in the future, and to assess appropriate approaches for TA to handle the future issues. The project's approach consists of a look in the past with project reviews and a look in the future with a questionnaire survey. Initially proposed by Institute for Technology Assessment and Systems Analysis / Office for Technology Assessment at the German Parliament (ITAS / TAB), the EPTA members
Biotechnology, and especially genetic engineering, is one of the most controversially discussed modern technologies. This technology is seen on one side as an important key to economic competitiveness growth, and on the other hand provokes concerns about health and safety issues and about ecological impacts.
The first genetically modified organism was produced in 1973. Over the last three decades, great progress was made in modern biotechnologies. Today, they play an important role first of all in medicine and agriculture. The public perception of the bio-medical and agrifood applications has clearly diverged at the same time.
In the year 2005, the estimated global area of genetically modified (GM) (or transgenic) crops was around 90 million hectares. GM crops were grown in 17 countries. Leading country is the USA with 49.8 million hectares (55 % of global total). The most important GM crop was soybean with 54.4 million hectares (60 % of global GM area) (ISAAA report 2005 -James 2005). The global area of GM crops has grown continually. In contrast to this development, the cultivation of GM crops in Europe is very limited. In the year 1999, a de facto moratorium on GM crops was introduced in the European Union, which was in force until 2004.
Many citizens in the EU are opposed or sceptical about GM food. In the past fifteen years, heated debates about genetically modified plants and food took place in many European countries. These debates have common characteristics and specific national developments. Many TA projects in Europe reviewed und contributed to these debates. They used different approaches, as consensus conferences or scientific assessments. GM crops and foods are a major topic for the EPTA members and associates.
The new European Directive on deliberate releases 2001/18/EC (EC 2001) and the following EU regulations have put into force recently a new frame for GM crops and foods in the EU, including an emphasis on the precautionary principle, an enforced risk assessment, a time limit for authorisations, an introduction of follow-up evaluations and a change in the labelling regime. These laws are especially focused on GM crops commercialized for fodder and for human consumption. The co-existence of GM crops with conventional and organic crops, as well as the labelling and tracing of the GM food products, are actual topics of discussion.
At the same time, a new generation of GM crops, capable of producing medicine, industrial chemicals etc., is emerging. This development leads to new questions for the risk assessment and regulation, and for the discussion on the advantages and disadvantages of these new GM crops.
For the future, central questions are the sustainability of the EU regulation on genetically modified crops and food, and the problems emerging from the operationalisation of the new EU regulation. As important developments, which are or will be challenges for the EU regulation, can be identified:
-technical development of biotechnology: In the future, it will be possibly more difficult to draw a clear distinction between GM and non GM plants; -trade conflicts: The EU system (with the labelling of the technology and the precautionary principle) is different to the US system and leads to conflicts within the WTO regulation; -coexistence: The broader use of GM crops in the EU will raise probably great problems in sustaining the coexistence.
Project Status and New Partnerships
Initially, the project was proposed by the Office of Technology Assessment at the German Parliament (TAB / ITAS), and the initiative presented at the EPTA Council meeting in autumn 2005. A first project meeting took place in February 2006. With the decision of the EPTA Council in its meeting 2006, the project received the status of a "Joint EPTA Project". A first project manager group meeting took place on 14 th and 15 th December 2006 in Bonn, Germany, where the project approach and the undertaking of reviews were further elaborated.
Project's Approach
A combination of two major methods is foreseen to achieve the project's objectives: A look in the past with project reviews and a look in the future with a questionnaire survey.
Reviews
The reviews will include the relevant TA projects of the EPTA members and other important TA activities as national participative events carried out since 2000. An overview of the TA activities on GM crops and foods should be gained with the reviews. The aim is to learn where we are today, how the debate has evolved and which identified challenges are still relevant for the future. The reviews will be drafted by the project participants. The other EPTA members will be asked to contribute with reviews. The project group has drafted a checklist so that the reviews follow a common scheme. Further, criteria for the selection of projects / activities / reports to be reviewed were specified. Studies only on scientific / technological, economical or sociological issues will not be included.
Questionnaire
The questionnaire is indented as a broader survey on the three objectives of the project. The aim is to collect information and informed guesses from TA practitioners and important people on new challenges in the area of GM plants and foods. It is foreseen to send the questionnaire to all EPTA members. The questionnaire can be filled out by the experts (e.g. project managers) of the member organisation (with feedback from experts) or further distributed by the member organisation to be filled out by five to ten experts (from science, administration, industry, NGOs etc.).
The joint project will focus on GM plants and their use as feed and food, but also include new applications as plant-made-pharmaceuticals or plant-made-industrials. GM animals are not included, because totally other risk and ethical problems arise from them and a use for food production is not expected for the next years.
Project's Work Plan and Work Progress
Overall, the work plan foresees the following working steps for the Joint Project on GM plants and food, which will end in April 2008: From TAB / ITAS, Armin Grunwald, Rolf Meyer and Arnold Sauter participate in the project manager group. Rolf Meyer has taken over the project coordination.
All EPTA members and associates are invited to take part in the project on genetically modified plants and foods and join the project manager group. It is foreseen that EPTA members and associate can join the project until the end of the questionnaire phase in September 2007. The Joint Project intends to involve knowledge and contributions from as many EPTA members and associates as possible, for example by contributions to the reviews and questionnaire, or comments on project papers and deliverables.
